the specific meaning implied in these terms depends on the kind of understanding a particular society develops around the question of qualification: who is qualified, and qualified due to which criteria, to be in charge of and responsible for action. The cultural construction of social agency is therefore always connected to specific agents and is dependent on their ability to act; and it is important to note that this ability is something society assigns. In short, only those who are authorised by society are able to act. It is precisely this cultural construction of social agency within modern society that interests Meyer and Jepperson.
Both authors start out from the idea that the ability of responsible agency has been attributed to the individual as recently as in the course of modernity. The possibility and experience of being an individual is therefore a cultural construct losing its coherence as soon as one tries to hide this constructive character; it is thus a concept containing many presuppositions. From a sociological viewpoint, it is too unspecific to talk about the individual as such. In fact, from a strictly sociological perspective, it only makes sense to talk about persons acting within society via roles. It is unlikely that someone acts on exclusively individual terms. At most, one could state individual actions in the context of the deviation from prevailing norms, merely representing a variation of the usual. In other words, the individual ability to act displays itself in the way a person carries out special roles in special contexts, such as within the family, the public space, the office or the holiday setting. One must assume the interdependence between the individual, the person and the displayed role which is produced culturally and is therefore a historically variable outcome of social interaction. The whole range of roles that are at the individual's disposal are therefore the product of the social relations into which individuals are born.
Keeping the previous remarks in mind and turning towards the focus of this chapter, it follows that the idea of the consumer only concerns a specific role modern individuals have at their disposal. This role is a cultural construct and historically mutable. However, we still know relatively little about the antecedents of this role and the research related to this area is still in its infancy. Many questions remain open: how, for example, has the cultural construction of the modern consumer emerged? Who was responsible for its production? Since when does this role exist? And what about the key features of this role?
Among others, Frank Trentmann (2005a Trentmann ( , 2006 dealt with this question by asking 'Who is the consumer?' As a historian, he is especially concerned with issues of origins and chronology. His research is concerned with the problem of when the term and concept of the consumer
